
Pitch Pine – Leatherleaf Palustrine Woodland 

 

System: Palustrine 

Subsystem: Woodland 

PA Ecological Group(s): Basin Wetland 

Global Rank: G3G5  

State Rank: S2 

General Description 

These wetlands occur on shallow peat over glacial till, often in burned-over areas, and/or in small, 

relatively closed basins. Scattered gray birch (Betula populifolia), eastern white pine (Pinus strobus), and 

red maple (Acer rubrum) may also occur, although pitch pine (Pinus rigida) is usually the dominant tree. 

Leatherleaf (Chamaedaphne calyculata) generally forms a dense, low shrub layer. Other shrubs include 

black chokeberry (Photinia melanocarpa), velvetleaf blueberry (Vaccinium myrtilloides), sheep laurel 

(Kalmia angustifolia), Labrador-tea (Rhododendron groenlandicum), rhodora (Rhododendron 

canadense), black huckleberry (Gaylussacia baccata), and scattered highbush blueberry (Vaccinium 

corymbosum). There is a dense sphagnum layer beneath, often with cranberry (Vaccinium 

macrocarpon). Common herbaceous species include the sedge, (Carex trisperma), and cotton-grass 

(Eriophorum vaginatum). This community may grade into the pitch pine-rhodora-scrub oak barrens 

community, a community that is similar structurally and may contain many of the same species but is an 

upland type.  

Rank Justification 

Critically imperiled in the nation or state because of extreme rarity (often 5 or fewer occurrences) or 

because of some factor(s) such as very steep declines making it especially vulnerable to extirpation from 

the state.  

Identification 

http://localhost:1977/photos/Communities/Pitch Pine - Leatherleaf Palustrine Woodland/SullivanTrail-PP-leatherleaf2.jpg


 Dominated by pitch pine (Pinus rigida) and leatherleaf (Chamaedaphne calyculata)  

 Typically associated with scrub oak and pitch pine barrens on ridgetops  

 Canopy cover is between 10% and 60%  

Characteristic Species 

Trees 

 Pitch pine (Pinus rigida)  

 Red maple (Acer rubrum)  

 Gray birch (Betula populifolia)  

Shrubs 

 Leatherleaf (Chamaedaphne calyculata var. angustifolia)  

 Sheep laurel (Kalmia angustifolia)  

 Sour-top blueberry (Vaccinium myrtilloides)  

 Cranberry (Vaccinium macrocarpon)  

 Labrador-tea (Rhododendron groenlandicum)  

Herbs 

 Sedge (Carex trisperma)  

 Cotton-grass (Eriophorum vaginatum)  

 Thread rush (Juncus filiformis)  

 Cotton-grass (Eriophorum vaginatum)  

 Tawny cotton-grass (Eriophorum virginicum)  

Bryophytes 

 Dicranum spp.  

 Polytrichum commune  

 Sphagnum spp.  

International Vegetation Classification Associations: 

http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchName=Pinus+rigida
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchName=Acer+rubrum
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchName=Betula+populifolia
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchName=Chamaedaphne+calyculata+var.+angustifolia
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchName=Kalmia+angustifolia
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchName=Vaccinium+myrtilloides
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchName=Vaccinium+macrocarpon
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchName=Ledum+groenlandicum
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchName=Carex+trisperma
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchName=Eriophorum+vaginatum
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchName=Juncus+filiformis
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchName=Eriophorum+vaginatum
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchName=Eriophorum+virginicum
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchSciOrCommonName=Dicranum
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchName=Polytrichum+commune
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchSciOrCommonName=Sphagnum


Pitch Pine Bog (CEGL006194)  

NatureServe Ecological Systems: 

North-Central Interior and Appalachian Acidic Peatland (CES202.606)  

Origin of Concept 

Pennsylvania Community Code 

WP : Pitch pine – Leatherleaf Palustrine Woodland 

Similar Ecological Communities 

The dominance of pitch pine (Pinus rigida) along with leatherleaf (Chamaedaphne calyculata) distinguish 

Pitch Pine – Leatherleaf Palustrine Woodland from the other leatherleaf dominated community types 

such as Leatherleaf – Bog-rosemary Bog, Leatherleaf – Cranberry Bog, and Leatherleaf – Sedge Wetland. 

Fike Crosswalk 

Pitch Pine - Leatherleaf Palustrine Woodland  

Conservation Value 

This community is often found as part of the Ridgetop Acidic Barrens complex, which is a rare ecosystem 

in Pennsylvania supporting rare species. Rare plant species found in this community may include 

Labrador-tea (Rhododendron groenlandicum) and thread rush (Juncus filiformis). Pitch Pine – Leatherleaf 

Palustrine Woodlands may serve as habitat for birds of open low scrub habitats, such as white-throated 

sparrows (Zonotrichia albicollis).  

Threats 

Development and fire suppression are probably the greatest threats since the type appears to need fire 

to maintain its species composition and open canopy. Clearing and development of adjacent land can 

lead to an accumulation of run-off, pollution, and sedimentation. 

Management 

Development should be restricted to prevent encroachment. This community is found in fire-maintained 

landscapes and controlled fires need to be allowed to sweep through the system on occasion. This 

community is probably not connected to the regional aquifer as it is perched above it for most of the 

year and is subject to drought. It depends on precipitation and run-off from surrounding uplands for 

surface water input. Where disturbances are unavoidable, the wetland should be monitored for changes 

in vegetation, especially invasive species. 

Research Needs 

http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchCommunityUid=ELEMENT_GLOBAL.2.687571
http://www.natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchSystemUid=ELEMENT_GLOBAL.2.723003


The role of fire in this community type needs to be investigated. Further, the role of factors such as 

frost, drought, heat, and inundation frequency and duration are not known. Variations may occur at 

ecoregional levels. There is a need to collect collect plot data to characterize variations of this 

community to assist further classification and determine if there are changes with time and lack of 

disturbance. 

Trends 

Pitch Pine – Leatherleaf Palustrine Woodland is probably relatively stable since the environmental 

conditions where this type is found are generally inhospitable to most invasive plants: soils that are low 

in nutrients, frequent fire, drought, water-logging, and frost. Without fire and other disturbances, this 

type may gradually succeed into a forested wetland. 

Range Map 

 

Pennsylvania Range 

Pocono Plateau 

Global Distribution 

Connecticut, Maine, Massachuestts, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode 

Island, Vermont, as well as Quebec, Canada 
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